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What a Blessing She Had Chloro-
form: The Medical and Social
Response to the Pain of Childbirth
from 1800 to the Present By Donald
Caton. New Haven, Connecticut:
Yale University Press, 1999. 288 pp.
$35.00.
This book is the result ofan attempt to
understand and explain the reaction of
women to the pain of childbirth. The
author achieves his goal wonderfully! The
early history or obstetric anesthesia is
explained in marvelous detail, with
Simpson, Snow, Meigs, Channing, Queen
Victoria, etc. It was the Queen who said
"What a blessing she had chloroform,"
referring to her daughter Victoria's first
obstetric experience. This younger
Victoria later (1859) became the mother of
Kaiser Wilhelm II. Maternal and neonatal
mortality, the transformation of medical
practice by science, the risks ofanesthesia,
and twilight sleep are all carefully
explained. As we all grew up in a secular
society, it astonishes us that obstetric pain
might be considered the result of divine
wrath, or the sin of our first parents. This
concept is developed from one of the
author's fine publications (The seculariza-
tion of pain. Anesthesiology 62: 493-501,
1985). The author concludes his discus-
sion with recent trends in obstetric care,
such as natural childbirth and drugs and
medicine, and the social value ofpain and
suffering. He includes reader responses of
women to obstetric pain, is determined to
demonstrate all facets of controversies,
and is open minded throughout. The very
last sentence sums up the central theme of
this book: ". . . patients find ways to pre-
serve the meaning in childbirth even in the
absence of pain and suffering." This book
firmly holds the interest of the reader
despite its intricate detail, and I highly rec-
ommend it to those interested in the saga




High Life:A History ofHigh-Altitude
Physiology and Medicine. By John
B. West. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1998. 493 pp.
$84.95.
High Life is a new publication chron-
icling the remarkable efforts to understand
the effects of the high-altitude environ-
ment on human physiology. It is the latest
book from one of the foremost investiga-
tors in the field of high-altitude medicine
and hypoxia, John B. West, M.D., D.Sc.,
professor of medicine and physiology at
the University of California, San Diego.
Dr. West's involvement in high-altitude
physiology and medicine is longstanding
and includes the renowned 1960-1961
Silver Hut expedition led by Sir Edmund
Hillary, as well as his own leadership of
the 1981 American Medical Research
Expedition to Mt. Everest. He is one ofthe
most eminent and productive researchers
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in this field, and is likely the best-qualified
person to account the rich and colorful his-
tory of high-altitude medicine and physi-
ology.
Dr. West's book examines a remark-
ably comprehensive spectrum ofhigh-alti-
tude investigation, primarily as a chronol-
ogy from ancient Greece and Rome to the
present, and considers mountain experi-
ences on nearly every continent. The his-
tory is peppered throughout with his per-
sonal experiences in the field; West takes
advantage ofhis ability to convey an insid-
er's perspective of many goings-on in
high-altitude medicine and physiology.
West's capability to lead his reader with
the expertise of both a physician-scientist
and a mountaineer is quite compelling;
both the reader who has professional inter-
est in the field and the curious layperson
will be engrossed.
High Life is a text with a multi-
faceted character. The text considers the
subject matter in three distinct sections.
The first is a history ofhigh-altitude med-
icine up to 1900. These entertaining chap-
ters describe colorful characters, great sto-
ries, and wacky theories from aperiod pre-
dating both the Industrial Revolution and
the current understanding oflung physiol-
ogy and the composition of atmospheric
gasses, for example. His treatment of the
coming of age of modem investigations
with the experiences of intrepid balloon-
ists in France is particularly entertaining.
The second segment is a litany of major
experiments, research stations, andbiogra-
phies of figures in the world of high-alti-
tude medicine and physiology. This sec-
tion is somewhat less interesting but cul-
minates with a fascinating account of the
great saga of climbing Mt. Everest. The
third focus of the book involves the mod-
em understanding of high-altitude physi-
ology; it is a literature review directed
toward an audience of physicians and
physiologists, replete with medicaljargon.
All of these sections should be of interest
to the physician, while the first should
prove to be fascinating to a significant sec-
tion to lay people.
Those readers associated with Yale
will be interested to read of the work and
interests of Yandel Henderson, professor
of physiology at Yale Medical School. He
received his Ph.D. at Yale in 1898. After
joining the Yale faculty, he became one of
the principal investigators of the Anglo-
American Pikes Peak Expedition of 1911,
along with J.S. Haldane and E.C.
Schneider (who received his Ph.D. from
Yale Medical School in 1901). Although
the principal objective of the Yale-Oxford
expedition was to make "a thorough study
of physiological adaptation to low atmos-
pheric pressures" Haldane was specifical-
ly interested in testing his hotly-debated
"oxygen secretion theory" in the field. He
believed that acclimatization was caused
by oxygen secretion by the lungs (that the
lungs actively and selectively secreted
oxygen from the alveolus to arterial blood
at altitude). Haldane reported that he had
measured an arterial pO2 that was 35
mmHg higher than alveolar pO2 in resting
acclimatized persons! He claimed to have
confirmed his data on Pikes Peak and stub-
bornly held his oxygen secretion theory to
his death in 1936. The Pikes Peak expedi-
tion constituted a landmark in high-alti-
tude physiology, however, and became a
model for high-altitude research.
During the fall 1999 trekking and
climbing season, I had the opportunity to
spend four months as a Yale Medical
Student in the Khumbu valley of Nepal. I
worked in the Himalayan Rescue
Association clinic in the Sherpa village of
Pheriche, did a month-long research pro-
ject in acclimatization of high-altitude
trekkers, and took several opportunities to
do some high-altitude mountaineering in
the Himalaya. While at the HRA clinic in
Pheriche (4243 m), I had the serendipitous
opportunity to meet Dr. West. He and his
wife were trekking up the valley towardBook reviews 141
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This photograph depicts John West
and Andrew White standing in front of
the Himalayan RescueAssociation clin-
ic in Pheriche at 4243 m above sea
level.
Everest Base Camp, where Dr. West had
led the AMREE in 1981 and participated
in the renowned 1960-1961 Silver Hut
expedition. I asked Dr. West about his lat-
est book, and apart from several modest
comments, he had very little to say. Over
tea in Pheriche, while we discussed his
experiences spanning four decades in the
Khumbu, Dr. West recognized, with sur-
prise and incredulity, a structure adjoining
the neighboring "Yak Lodge" teahouse.
This small building, labeled "shower" was
indeed the salvaged remains ofthe labora-
tory building that was brought to Everest
Base Camp by his medical research expe-
dition nearly twenty years earlier. Aphoto
of the structure with physiologist Stephen
Boyer, M.D. standing in the entryway
appears as Figure 11.3 on page 330 of
West's "High Life." The transportation
and re-assembly ofthe laboratory building
in Pheriche remains a mystery; teahouse
owner (and Himalayan Rescue
Association translator) Ang Rita Sherpa
would not comment on how he had come
to acquire it, except to proclaim, with a
toothless grin, that he has known "many,
many climbers."
Dr. West has, of course, also known
many climbers, scientists, and physicians
throughout his life's work as an amalgam
of all three. Meeting him in the Khumbu
valley and sharing the recognition of arti-
facts of his research was an experience
that affirned for me his ever-presence
within and first-hand knowledge of the
subject matter upon which he has recently
written. Dr. West's passion for high-alti-
tude medicine and physiology shines
clearly through the pages of his book,
making it a treasured read for anyone who
might share his curiosity.
Andrew P. White
Yale School ofMedicine
Laughter: A Scientific Investigation.
By Robert R. Provine. New York,
New York: Viking Press, 2000. 258
pp. $24.95.a
Laughologist Robert Provine has a
comedian's knack for unexpected analo-
gies and humorous turns of phrase that is
fitting for the subject of his research. But
he expects that you won't chuckle aloud
very much while reading his book
Laughter: A Scientific Investigation.
That's because, as Provine tells us, laugh-
ter is fundamentally a social activity and
doesn't usually happen when we're all by
our lonesome with a book in our lap. In
fact, Provine's research has led him to the
revolutionary conclusion that laughter
generally has less to do with humor and
jokes than it does with forming friendships
and figuring out who's on our side in the
game oflife.
a A version of this review was published in the Spring 2001 issue of the Yale Review of
Books.